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mixture into a solvent-recovery column having a heat source
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maintaining the needed vacuum conditions using a liquid-jet
ejector, preferably using water as the liquid.
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1
AROMATICS-RECOVERY PROCESS

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to the recovery of aromatic
hydrocarbons from a stream containing a mixture of aromatic
and aliphatic hydrocarbons. More specifically, the invention
relates to an improvement in recovery of aromatics from
solvent in an extraction or extractive-distillation process in a
closed solvent loop.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is adaptable for use in the separation
and ultimate recovery of polar hydrocarbons from non-polar
hydrocarbons, which separation is effected through the use of
apolar solvent characteristically selective for absorbing polar
hydrocarbons. Polar hydrocarbons are selectively absorbed
relative to non-polar hydrocarbons by a polar solvent via
electrostatic forces, for example naphthenes are selectively
absorbed relative to paraffins or aromatics are selectively
absorbed relative to naphthenes or paraffins. More specifi-
cally, the invention is directed toward the regeneration and
recovery of the solvent utilized to extract aromatic hydrocar-
bons from various mixtures thereof with non-aromatic hydro-
carbons. In this application, the separation process serves to
segregate particular aromatic hydrocarbons such as benzene,
toluene and/or Cg-aromatics from other hydrocarbons nor-
mally contained in the same boiling range of petroleum frac-
tions and process.

OBIJECTS AND EMBODIMENTS

A principal object of the invention is to enhance and facili-
tate recovery of a substantially hydrocarbon-free solvent uti-
lized to separate a mixture thereof with non-polar and polar
hydrocarbons. A corollary objective is a method for separat-
ing recovered polar hydrocarbons from a solvent selective for
absorbing the polar hydrocarbons. A more specific object of
the invention is to effect reduction in the cost of utilities and
capital investment in a process for separating aromatic hydro-
carbons from a mixture thereof with a selective solvent while
regenerating and recovering the solvent and maintaining
extraction efficiency as well as minimizing the fugitive emis-
sion of hydrocarbons to the environment.

In a broad embodiment, the invention comprises a method
for recovering a substantially hydrocarbon-free, polar-hydro-
carbon-selective solvent from a mixture of the selective sol-
vent and polar hydrocarbons, which method comprises the
steps of introducing the mixture into a solvent-recovery col-
umn having a heat source connected to a bottom portion of the
column and removing a lean solvent stream, substantially free
ot hydrocarbons, from the bottom of the column, removing a
polar-hydrocarbon-rich overhead stream from the top section
of the column and condensing the overhead stream into a
receiver operating at a sub-atmospheric pressure of from
about 1 to 100 kPa, and maintaining the sub-atmospheric
pressure by connection of the receiver to a liquid-jet ejector.

A more specific embodiment is a method for recovering a
substantially hydrocarbon-free, polar-hydrocarbon-selective
solvent from a mixture of the selective solvent and polar
hydrocarbons, which method comprises the steps of introduc-
ing the mixture into a solvent-recovery column having a heat
source connected to a bottom portion of the column and
removing a lean solvent stream, substantially free of hydro-
carbons, from the bottom of the column, removing a polar-
hydrocarbon-rich overhead stream from the top section of the
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column and condensing the overhead stream into a receiver
operating at a sub-atmospheric pressure of from about 1 to
100 kPa, and maintaining the sub-atmospheric pressure by
connection of the receiver to a liquid-jet ejector, ejecting
ejector fluid to a receptacle and recycling fluid from the
receptacle to the liquid-jet ejector.

A yetmore specific embodiment is a method for recovering
a substantially hydrocarbon-free sulfolane solvent from a
mixture comprising sulfolane and aromatic hydrocarbons,
which method comprises the steps of introducing the mixture
into a solvent-recovery column having a heat source con-
nected to a bottom portion of the column and removing a
sulfolane stream, substantially free of hydrocarbons, from the
bottom of the column, removing an aromatics-rich overhead
stream from the top section of the column and condensing the
overhead stream into a receiver operating at a sub-atmo-
spheric pressure of from about 1 to 100 kPa, and maintaining
the sub-atmospheric pressure by connection of the receiver to
a liquid-jet ejector, ejecting ejector fluid to a receptacle,
decanting hydrocarbon-containing fluids to recovery and
recycling ejector fluid from the receptacle to the liquid-jet
ejector.

An alternative embodiment is an apparatus for controlling
the pressure in the overhead receiver of a distillation column
comprising a receiver-vapor conduit in fluid communication
with the receiver and with a vapor inlet of a liquid-jet ejector,
a fluid-recycle conduit in fluid communication with a liquid-
jet inlet of the ejector, a receptacle in fluid communication
with the outlet of the ejector, an outlet conduit in fluid com-
munication with the receptacle and an ejector pump, and the
fluid-recycle conduit in fluid communication with the ejector
pump and the ejector.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates the placement of a liquid-jet ejector of the
invention.

FIG. 2 illustrates an embodiment of a liquid-jet ejector
utilizable in the subject invention.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS OF THE
INVENTION

The present invention is adaptable for recovery of a polar
solvent employed in the separation and recovery of polar
hydrocarbons from non-polar hydrocarbons. The invention is
particularly suitable in a process for the recovery of aromatic
hydrocarbons from a hydrocarbon mixture using an aromat-
ics-selective solvent. Any hydrocarbon mixture having a suf-
ficiently high aromatic concentration to justity the recovery
thereof is suitable, particularly those having an aromatics
content, without being limited thereby, from about 15% to
about 75% by volume. The mixtures generally include, in
addition to Cg, C, and Cg-aromatics, non-aromatics predomi-
nating in C,, Cg4 and C,, paraffins and naphthenes. Examples
of'sources of suitable charge stocks are the stabilized (usually
debutanized or depentanized) product from a catalytic
reforming unit, wash oil, coke-oven by-product and
hydrotreated pyrolysis naphtha. Liquid-liquid extraction and
extractive distillation comprise applicable processes, the
choice of which depends on the boiling range and aromatics
concentration of the feedstock.

Aromatic hydrocarbons are effectively recovered from
mixtures containing aromatic and non-aromatic hydrocar-
bons by liquid-liquid extraction. This process is particularly
suitable for wider-range feedstocks such as mixtures com-
prising benzene, toluene and xylenes. Descriptions of liquid-



US 9,126,126 B2

3

liquid extraction are found in, e.g., U.S. Pat. No. 3,466,745
and U.S. Pat. No. 4,048,062, incorporated herein by refer-
ence. The process utilizes a solvent which may be indefinitely
recycled within the system, yields the desired product in high
purity and separates the recycled solvent selectively from the
products of the process. A primary example is a separation
process wherein a mixture of various classes of hydrocarbons
is introduced into an extraction zone and is countercurrently
contacted therein with a solvent selective for absorbing aro-
matic hydrocarbons. A raffinate phase, comprising substan-
tially all of the non-aromatic hydrocarbons in the feedstock
after absorption of aromatic compounds, is one product of the
extraction zone. A rich solvent, comprising the extracted aro-
matic compounds contained in the selective solvent, is
another stream removed from the extraction zone for recovery
of the aromatic hydrocarbons in a solvent-recovery column.
An aromatic-hydrocarbon product is recovered by stripping
the rich-solvent phase to remove residual non-aromatic
hydrocarbons and fractionating the residual portion at sub-
atmospheric pressure to yield the aromatic hydrocarbons and
recycle lean solvent to the extraction zone.

Extractive distillation is an alternative aromatics-recovery
process which typically is applied to lighter hydrocarbon
fractions and comprises an extractive-distillation column and
a solvent-recovery column. Perspective on extractive distil-
lation can be gained via U.S. Pat. No. 3,590,092 and U.S. Pat.
No. 7,169,368, incorporated herein by reference. A nonvola-
tile solvent passes to an upper section and the hydrocarbon
fraction is introduced to a middle section of the extractive-
distillation column. As the solvent descends through the col-
umn, it preferentially extracts the polar components (aromat-
ics) to form a rich solvent while the non-polar component
vapor comprising non-polar components ascends to the top of
the column. Overhead vapor is condensed, with a portion of
the condensate being recycled to the top section of the extrac-
tive-distillation column as reflux while a net portion is with-
drawn as a raffinate product. Rich solvent from the bottom of
the extractive-distillation column, comprising the solvent and
the polar components, is fed into a solvent-recovery column
to recover aromatic hydrocarbons as an overhead product.
Bottoms from the solvent-recovery column comprise lean
solvent, free of hydrocarbons, which is recycled to the upper
portion of the extractive-distillation column as the extractive
solvent.

Broadly, the present inventive concept involves introduc-
ing a rich solvent comprising a mixture of polar hydrocarbons
and a selective solvent into a solvent-recovery column, oper-
ating at subatmospheric pressure eftected by a liquid-jet ejec-
tor, to separate polar hydrocarbons from the selective solvent.
In a preferred embodiment, the polar hydrocarbons comprise
aromatic hydrocarbons recovered from a mixed hydrocarbon
stream according to the liquid-liquid extraction or extractive-
distillation process described above.

The preferred solvent-recovery column 1 (top section
shown in FIG. 1), is in fluid communication with an overhead
conduit 2 which in turn is in fluid communication with a
condenser 3 and thence with receiver 4. The condenser may
be one or more of an air-cooled exchanger, a water-cooled
exchanger, or an exchanger transferring heat to another pro-
cess stream. Pressure controller 6 and associated conduit
provide control through nitrogen injection of the pressure in
the receiver. The receiver 4 is in fluid communication with a
receiver-vapor conduit 7 which in turn is in fluid communi-
cation with a vapor inlet of liquid-jet ejector 8. A liquid-jet
inlet of ejector 8 also is in fluid communication with fluid-
supply conduit 9 which supplies the fluid which maintains a
subatmospheric pressure in the receiver 4. The fluid supplied
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to the ejector preferably comprises water, and may comprise
process solvent such as sulfolane and/or hydrocarbons such
as those contained in the mixture sent to the solvent-recovery
column. The liquid-jet ejector draws residual uncondensed
vapors from the receiver, and an embodiment is described in
more detail in FIG. 2.

An outlet of the ejector usually in fluid communication
with a receptacle 10 which receives ejector fluid 14 from the
jet ejector. The receptacle comprises a baffle 15 which
enables decanting of lighter fluids which may contain hydro-
carbons and are sent via conduit 17 which is in fluid commu-
nication with vessel 10 for recovery in other areas of the
process or offsite. The receptacle may be of any configuration
suitable for the process as claimed and usually is located
essentially at ground level. The receptacle generally is in fluid
communication with outlet conduit 11 which is in fluid com-
munication with ejector pump 12 which returns ejector fluid
to the jet ejector via recycle conduit 9. Ejector fluid also may
be cooled in exchanger 13 before being returned to the jet
ejector. The loss of ejector fluid via conduit 17 may be made
up by, e.g., condensate supplied via conduit 18.

The sub-atmospheric receiver pressure generally is in the
range of from about 1 to 100 kPa, and more usually about 10
to 90 kPa. The solvent-recovery column 1 also comprises a
reboiler, which comprises a heat source which may be steam,
hot oil, or via exchange with another process stream. The
sub-atmospheric pressure in the receiver enables a tempera-
ture at the bottom of the fractionator which is below that
which would result in substantial decomposition of the selec-
tive solvent recovered as lean solvent 17.

FIG. 2 illustrates an example of a liquid-jet ejector of the
invention. The liquid-jet ejector 20 is connected to the
receiver of a fractionation column, described previously, via
primary fluid inlet 21 through which uncondensed vapor from
the receiver is drawn. The jet vacuum is effected by injecting
pressurized liquid through secondary fluid inlet 22, entrain-
ing the primary fluid in the vacuum chamber 23 through a
restriction 24 into the diffuser 25. The secondary fluid may be
water or components of the selective solvent such as sul-
folane, and preferably is sent to a suitable location in the
aromatics process such as a stripper for recovery of valuable
components. The orientation of the jet ejector is not an essen-
tial aspect of the invention, as suggested by the vertical ori-
entation discharging into a receptacle of FIG. 1. Some
examples of vacuum-jet ejectors can be found in U.S. Pat. No.
6,017,195 and U.S. Pat. No. 7,328,591 B2, incorporated
herein by reference.

Solvents suitable for use in the extraction or extractive
distillation process of the present invention have solubility
selectivity for aromatic hydrocarbons and are water-soluble,
oxygen-containing organic compounds. In order to be effec-
tive in a system of solvent extraction or extractive distillation,
the solvent component must have a boiling point substantially
greater than that of water, added to the solvent composition
for enhancing its selectivity, and, in general, must also have a
boiling point substantially greater than the end boiling point
of the hydrocarbon feedstock. The solvent composition gen-
erally has a density greater than that of the hydrocarbon
feedstock and is, accordingly, introduced into the uppermost
portion of the solvent extraction or extractive-distillation
zone, thereafter flowing downwardly, countercurrent to the
rising hydrocarbon feedstock.

Organic compounds suitable as the solvent component
may be selected from the relatively large group of compounds
characterized generally as organic compounds containing
hetero atoms such as oxygen, sulfur or nitrogen, comprising
without limitation particularly the aliphatic and cyclic alco-
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hols, glycols, glycol ethers, and glycol esters, sulfoxides and
aliphatic and cyclic amides. The mono- and polyalkylene
glycols in which the alkylene group contains from about 2 to
about 4 carbon atoms, such as ethylene glycol, diethylene
glycol, triethylene glycol and tetracthylene glycol, propylene
glycol, dipropylene glycol, and tripropylene glycol constitute
a suitable class of organic solvents useful in admixture with
water. Dimethy] sulfoxide, N-methyl formamide and N-me-
thyl pyrollidone are other useful solvents for aromatics recov-
ery.

A particularly preferred class of selected solvents are those
commonly referred to as the sulfolane-type. Such solvents
have a five-membered ring, one atom of which is sulfur, the
other four being carbon and having two oxygen atoms bonded
to the sulfur atom. The four carbon atoms may be linked with
hydrogen or alkyl groups. Other solvents preferably included
are the sulfolenes such as 2-sulfolene or 3-sulfolene.

The solvent generally contains a small amount of water
dissolved therein to increase the selectivity of the solvent
phase for aromatic hydrocarbons over non-aromatic hydro-
carbons without substantially reducing the solubility of the
solvent phase for the aromatic hydrocarbons. The presence of
water in the solvent composition provides a relatively volatile
material which is distilled from the rich solvent in a stripping
column to vaporize the last traces of non-aromatic hydrocar-
bons by way of steam distillation. The solvent composition
contains up to about 25.0% by weight of water, and preferably
from about 0.3% to about 15.0% depending upon the particu-
lar solvent employed and the process conditions under which
the various major vessels are operated. The inclusion of water
in the solvent composition, while reducing the solubility of
aromatic hydrocarbons in the solvent to a small extent, greatly
decreases the solubility of raffinate components in the solvent
and also reduces the solubility of solvent in the raffinate
stream.

The above description and examples are intended to be
illustrative of the invention without limiting its scope. The
skilled routineer will readily understand how to extrapolate
parameters of the disclosure to other embodiments of the
invention. The invention is limited only by the claims set forth
herein.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method for recovering a substantially hydrocarbon-
free, polar-hydrocarbon-selective solvent from a mixture of
the selective solvent and polar hydrocarbons, which method
comprises the steps of:

a. introducing the mixture into a solvent-recovery column
and removing a lean solvent stream, substantially free of
hydrocarbons, from the bottom of the column;

b. removing a polar-hydrocarbon-rich overhead stream
from the top section of the column and condensing the
overhead stream into a condensed overhead stream

10

15

20

25

30

40

45

50

6

which is passed to a receiver operating at a sub-atmo-
spheric pressure of from about 1 to 100 kPa; and,

¢. maintaining the sub-atmospheric pressure by connection
of the receiver to a liquid-jet ejector and by injecting
nitrogen into the receiver.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the polar hydrocarbons

are aromatic hydrocarbons.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein the selective solvent is
sulfolane.

4. The method of claim 1 wherein the liquid utilized in the
liquid-jet ejector comprises water.

5. The method of claim 4 wherein the liquid further com-
prises sulfolane.

6. The method of claim 4 wherein the liquid further com-
prises hydrocarbons.

7. The method of claim 1 wherein the selective solvent is
sulfolane.

8. The method of claim 1 wherein the liquid utilized in the
liquid-jet ejector comprises water.

9. A method for recovering a substantially hydrocarbon-
free, polar-hydrocarbon-selective solvent from a mixture of
the selective solvent and polar hydrocarbons, which method
comprises the steps of:

a. introducing the mixture into a solvent-recovery column
and removing a lean solvent stream, substantially free of
hydrocarbons, from the bottom of the column;

b. removing a polar-hydrocarbon-rich overhead stream
from the top section of the column and condensing the
overhead stream into a condensed overhead stream
which is passed to a receiver operating at a sub-atmo-
spheric pressure of from about 1 to 100 kPa; and,

¢. maintaining the sub-atmospheric pressure by connection
of the receiver to a liquid-jet ejector, ejecting ejector
fluid to a receptacle and recycling fluid from the recep-
tacle to the liquid-jet ejector.

10. A method for recovering a substantially hydrocarbon-
free sulfolane solvent from a mixture comprising sulfolane
and aromatic hydrocarbons, which method comprises the
steps of:

a. introducing the mixture into a solvent-recovery column
and removing a sulfolane stream, substantially free of
hydrocarbons, from the bottom of the column;

b. removing an aromatics-rich overhead stream from the
top section of the column and condensing the overhead
stream into a condensed overhead stream which is
passed to a receiver operating at a sub-atmospheric pres-
sure of from about 1 to 100 kPa; and,

¢. maintaining the sub-atmospheric pressure by connection
of the receiver to a liquid-jet ejector, ejecting ejector
fluid to a receptacle, decanting hydrocarbon-containing
fluids to recovery and recycling ejector fluid from the
receptacle to the liquid-jet ejector.
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